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ABSTRACT

Strategic ta’awun (cooperation) and fastabiqul khairat (competing for goodness) are
two partnership concepts from Islamic perspectives to enable for sustainable competitive
advantage with spiritual synergy. The spiritual synergy rooted in the reciprocal norms,
motivation, and determination of the operators in making successful entrepreneurial
ventures not only for profitability, but for humanity and environmental benefits. This
research explores the effects of strategic ta’awun and fastabiqul khairat partnerships
among small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in the Muslim world to attain and sustain
competitive advantage. Strategic ta’awun and fastabiqul khairat are part of the Islamic
teachings practiced by Muslim society along with obligatory deeds such as prayers, zakat,
and hajj. This study postulates that the spiritual reciprocal power in strategic ta’awun
enables for unity and synergy among SMEs in Muslim world. Likewise, the reciprocal
power of fastabiqul khairat among SMEs enables Muslim society to venture into model of
entrepreneurial, urbanised, and sustainable society. The study interviewed five key SMEs
owners representing different geographical locations (Southeast Asia, South Asia, Middle
East Asia, North America, and Europe). Indeed, the informants argued that the spiritual
reciprocal norm in strategic ta’awun occurred through collaboration and partnerships
among SMEs for goodness (fastabiqul khairat) in terms of sharing of expertise, contacts,
and commercial projects. This situation allows them to strengthen their competitive
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advantages in competing with consortium of competitors from different regions. The study
suggests the future research to employ case study method for more contextual insights.

Keywords: ta’awun, fastabiqul khairat, sustainable competitive advantage, small and
medium enterprises (SMEs), Muslim world

INTRODUCTION

In recent years, strategic cooperation for the world’s sustainability has become an
important agenda in the business world apart from the usual competition in the
free market. With globalisation, stiff competition has created uncertainty, disorder,
and competitive disadvantage in human society (Filatotchev, Su, & Bruton,
2017; Leonidou, Leonidou, Fotiadis, & Aykol, 2015; Martin & Javalgi, 2016).
The unhealthy, imbalanced, and uncivilised competition has jeopardised human
civilisation and environmental sustainability (Martin & Javalgi, 2016; Leonidou et
al., 2015). As such, humanising the business world with soul, mind, and sense of
human is essential.

Nobody wants harm, disaster, and disorder in the human civilisation. Everyone
attempts at the best level to offer value to the people and the world including the
business world. The spirit of giving and taking on reciprocal basis allows for more
offering of benefits (Filatotchev et al., 2017; Martin & Javalgi, 2016). Moving
forward with goodness and competing to offer goodness are sustainable for human
civilisation (Hunt & Morgan, 1995; Narver, Slater, & MacLachlan, 2004). Thus,
competing to offer goodness becomes priority in business decisions.

Human is always the subject in the market despite the emphasis on the production,
distribution, and consolidation of wealth of the nation. The humanising of human
agenda is necessary after bad consequences to the environment, people, and the
economy (Richardson, 2014). Indeed, the larger community of human loves
stability, harmony and peace, while the minority opposed to the love and caring
society (Hunter, 2012; Redzuan, Rahman, & Aidid, 2009; Rosly & Affandi Abu
Bakar, 2003).

Naturally, human loves to cooperate on mutual basis (fa ‘awun) in making good
contribution to the society (Hunter, 2012; Redzuan et al., 2009; Richardson,
2014; Rosly & Affandi Abu Bakar, 2003). In the absence of ta ‘awun, greediness,
selfish, and unethical practices become the driver of the business (Redzuan et al.,
2009). Strategic cooperation (ta’awun) allows for priority in determining the
ways and means to serve humanity for better goodness (khairat), civilisation, and
sustainability.
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This study explores the effects of strategic ta ‘awun (cooperation) and fastabiqu!
khairat (competing for goodness) partnerships among small and medium enterprises
(SMEs) in the Muslim world for sustainable competitive advantage. 7a ‘awun and
fastabiqul khairat have been the driver for balanced, entrepreneurial, and holistic
socio-economic life. The power of fa ‘awun enables for unity and synergy among
SMEs in the Muslim world. Likewise, the power of fastabiqul khairat enables
SMEs into entrepreneurial, urbanised, and sustainable situation.

The study is organised into several parts. The first part provides critical literature
review on the strategic fa’awun and its effects. The second part comprises the
research design and methodology. Then, the study presents the results, incorporates
discussion, and offers recommendation for future studies.

LITERATURE REVIEW

This study argues strategic cooperation (fa ‘awun) encourages healthy competition
(fastabiq) in offering goodness (al-khairaf) on sustainable basis among SMEs
in the Muslim world. This study critically reviews literature that are related to
the phenomenon, concept, idea, constructs, and variables on strategic ta’awun,
fastabiqul khairat, and SMEs that drive the market and create sustainable
competitive advantages to the world and human civilisation. Figure 1 illustrates
key constructs of the study, namely strategic ta ‘awun (cooperation), competing for
goodness (fastabiqul khairat), and sustainable competitive advantage.
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Figure 1. Key constructs of the study
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Competition and Sustainability

Competition is healthy in the free market economy under the compassionate and
humanising value. Nobody wants the world to be unhealthy, chaotic, and uncertain.
Everyone attempts their best level to offer good value to the market even though
under a competitive manner. According to Redzuan et al. (2009), good business
always results in good consequences to many people. Everyone is helping to make
the world a good place to live (Sonenshein, Nault, & Obodaru, 2017). The business
of making goodness, peace, and tranquillity is always sustainable.

Sustainability and competition are workable for the betterment of human society.
When the business is very competitive, it allows for continuous creativity and
innovation in offering superior value to the market. This is essential for any
business to create and sustain competitive advantage (Redzuan et al., 2009; Rosly
& Affandi Abu Bakar, 2003; Song, Woo, & Rao, 2007). When the market is too
competitive, it leaves very little room for creativity and innovation (Redzuan et al.,
2009; Sonenshein et al., 2017) for companies to create competitive advantage. In
response to this stiff competitive situation, every business needs to cooperate with
other businesses.

Sustainability and cooperation are strategic factors in making the business world
continue to prosper and excel. Sustainability allows for continuous offering of
value to the market, which is good for the society. Cooperation enables value
creation on a mass scale (Sonenshein et al., 2017). Competing for goodness is
sustainable in the business world regardless of the market size and competitive
advantage being pursued (Redzuan et al., 2009; Song et al., 2007; Whelan, 2017).
Thus, cooperation in the competitive market leads to cooperating and competing
for sustainable competitive advantage.

Cooperation while competing is a sustainable way of driving the market economy
with more social responsibility and accountability. Lozano (2015) argued that the
competitive nature of the market should not neglect the basic responsibility of people
to work on their business with a holistic, comprehensive, and balanced view. Being
charitable to the market and the stakeholders is part of the social responsibility for
betterment of the society (Godfrey, 2005). Indeed, sustainability has always been
a perpetual interest of the market participants. Based on the discussion, this study
postulates that sustainability in gaining competitive advantage is influenced by
cooperation (ta ‘awun), goodness (khairat), and economic orientation.
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Strategic Ta’awun

The nature of this study is multidisciplinary. It integrates Islamic economics with
strategic management, organisational behaviour, and political economics. This
study defines ta ‘awun from Islamic economics as a manifestation of brotherhood
(ukhuwwah) (Khan, 1999). It is an expression of love, care, responsibility, and
accountability that unites the people regardless of their differences. Ukhuwwah
is authentic and normative. According to Ahmed Haj Ali, Noordin, and Achour
(2018), ta ‘awun is simply the mutual cooperation in executing religious obligation.
There is interaction process or exchange in performing religious obligation through
mutual cooperation.

There are some theories that can explain the mutual cooperation in the interaction
process or exchange. From organisational behaviour perspectives, the mutual
cooperation to implement obligation can be explained by exchanged theories,
namely Social Exchange Theory (SET) (Blau, 1964) and Leader-Member
Exchange (LMX) Theory (Graen & Cashman, 1975). In SET, Blau (1964) argued
that in exchange or interaction among people, at least two requirements are
involved, namely trust and personal obligation. Trust is outcome of continuous
demonstration of integrity, ethical, responsibility, and accountability in all
transaction, exchange, and interaction. As for personal obligation, it is a result of
willingness and readiness of individual to make the human society a better place
to live in peacefully.

In the context of organisations, the quality of the exchange and relationship can
be explained by LMX theory due to reciprocity norm (Gouldner, 1960). Leader
influences the interaction of transaction among people for mutual benefit. For
ta’awun from the Islamic perspective, the exchange requires spirituality dimension
into the reciprocity norm (Choudhury, 2010). According to Beekun (1997), the
ta’awun spiritual dimension in human develops over four values, namely goodness
(khayr), truth (haqq), righteousness (birr), and piety (fagwa). As for Khalifa
(2001), the role of piety (fagwa) consolidates the spiritual dimension of mutual
cooperation in seeking maximum benefit. Thus, fa ‘awun is not just Islamic teaching
for specific worship (ibadah), but it is a norm that integrates rules, obligations,
values, manners, and practices to assure trustworthiness, integrity, and justice in
human relationships and human civilisation. In a strategic mutual cooperation, the
reciprocity requires cohesive role in kindness and cooperation behaviour in the
exchange (Soler, 2012). The exchange is driven by shared meaning and common
goals of the organisation.

129



Suhaimi Mhd. Sarif

As for Blau (1964), there are two elements in the exchange relationships or
interaction process, namely reciprocal and negotiated. The exchange relationships
occur in social and economic dimensions with the obligations and expectations.
The high-quality exchange or interaction process has gone through rigorous
accumulated interactions to develop reciprocal in the trust and personal obligations
(Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005).

The SET explains reciprocal in developing trust by committed to personal
obligations. However, the reciprocal is merely “trusting others” and making
“personal obligations”. Most organisations are very much concerned about a few
factors. Firstly, the reciprocal of trust and personal obligation are not adequately
explained regarding the degree in the expectation of reciprocity (Rotenberg
& Mann, 1986). In other words, SET has not measured the expectation in the
interaction for mutual benefit among the people in the relationship and interaction
(Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). Secondly, SET has not explained the influence
of obligation to reciprocate (Korsgaard, Meglino, Lester, & Jeong, 2010). Next,
SET has not set the obligation of interaction process (Mitchell, Cropanzano, &
Quisenberry, 2012). Fourthly, SET has not measured the reciprocity degree on
how much it could enrich psychological well-being to sustain the interaction
process (Thomas, 2010). Finally, SET has not been able to determine the level of
well-being in the reciprocity (Buunk, Doosje, Jans, & Hopstaken, 1993).

The concerns of reciprocal of trust and personal obligation for mutual benefit are
essential. In the context of organisations, LMX can provide the focus on the leader
for measuring the relationship. Leaders deal with their exchange relationships
with each subordinate differently (Green & Liden, 1980). This interaction leads to
mutual relationship for mutual benefit. Indeed, the degree of reciprocal of trust and
personal obligation are developed over mutual relationships in workplace with the
organisational support (Kam et al., 2014). Nevertheless, such mutual relationship
is without the concern of spiritual, soul, and emotional intelligence. Such exclusion
will not only devalue human to be powerless but also lead to injustice in human
relations (Byrd, 2014).

Strategic ta’awun or high performing cooperation among firms enables them to
drive value for the market. Rosly and Affandi Abu Bakar (2003) argued that in
the context of for profit entities, ta ’‘awun or mutual cooperation drives strong and
sustainable relationship. Indeed, there are various factors contributing to strategic
ta’awun, namely the strong bond among the participants (ukhuwwah), the concern
of driving value in competitive manner (fastabiqul khairat), and the dynamic
capability (Slater & Narver, 1994).
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Ta’awun and fastabiqul khairat are complementary and reciprocal in nature. The
levels of cooperation (ta ‘awun) can be divided into three categories, namely high,
moderate, and low fa’awun. According to Rosly and Affandi Abu Bakar (2003),
cooperation is strategic when it addresses on strategic advantages (al/-birr) and
piety (al-tagwa). Ta awun is not counted in the activities that contributed to sinful
(al-ithm) and enormity (al-udwan). Likewise, competing for goodness (fastabiqu!
khairat) also can be divided into three levels, namely, broad, moderate, and focused
fastabiqul khairat.

Entrepreneurial Setting

A competitive business environment offers dynamism that can be beneficial to
stakeholders. Indeed, competition moderates business performance (Martin &
Javalgi, 2016) into higher level of achievement. Thus, the market needs innovation
for growth and survival (Hurley & Hult, 1998). Innovation has entrepreneurial
element to trigger for improvement, modification, and new products or services.
Newness is necessary (Atuahene-Gima, 1996) for sustainability. In any degree of
innovation, it requires entrepreneurial mind reorienting the market and product for
better performance (Matsuno, Mentzer, & Ozsomer, 2002). The reinforcement of
entrepreneurial mindset contributes to the reorientation of the market and product
with social responsibility, ethical, and sustainability (Matsuno et al., 2002). With
the market dynamic capability, competitive advantage and market positioning
enable for enhancement of capabilities and dynamism (Grewal & Tansuhaj, 2001).

Since this study argues that there are effects of strategic ta ’awun on sustainable,
entrepreneurial, and urbanised smart society, the conceptual framework of the
study postulates the key elements, drivers, and constructs of strategic ta ‘awun into
the sustainability forces and drivers. Figure 2 illustrates the conceptual framework
of this study.

METHODOLOGY

This study uses qualitative research due to the objective of the study, i.e., to explore
the effects of strategic ta ‘awun (cooperation) and fastabiqul khairat (competing for
goodness) in the collaborative relationship and partnerships among SMEs in the
Muslim world for sustainable competitive advantage. Qualitative research allows
rich understanding of the context.
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Figure 2. Conceptual framework of the study

In this study, the effects of strategic ta ‘awun and fastabiqul khairat are contextual
and pragmatic. The understanding of context, event, individual, group, and
phenomenon is appropriate with qualitative research (Symon, Cassell, & Johnson,
2018; Whittemore, Chase, & Mandle, 2001). In the meantime, qualitative research
is acceptable into academic and non-academic fields due to its procedure and
protocol to reliability, validity, trustworthiness, and transferability of the results
(Whittemore et al., 2001). Prior to the actual interview, this study has conducted
pilot study with experts in the field to assure the validity and reliability of the
interview questions. Some changes were made after obtaining the results of the
pilot study.

The study interviewed five key SMEs owners representing different geographical
locations (Southeast Asia, South Asia, Middle East Asia, North America, and
Europe). The participants were selected based on the recommendation of a few
office bearers from World Academy of Islamic Management (WAIM) who used to
collaborate with them in research, training, and consultancy. Prior to the interview,
the study had obtained informed consent from the participants. Each interview
consumed between 30 to 50 minutes with note-taking. The study transcribed all
interview notes into transcript and was later verified by the participants. Then,
the study approached independent researchers who are familiar with the subject
matter to validate the results of the interview. This was done to ensure validity of
interpretation, credibility of the feedback, the trustworthiness of the feedback and
interpretation, and transferability of the study in the future.

132



Strategic Ta awun and Fastabiqul Khairat Partnerships

The study also assured the participants of the study that all the instruments, notes,
and documents signed by the participants and independent researchers are kept in
the registered storage under the surveillance of institutional security forces. The
safety of the data is essential to protect the privacy and confidentiality of the data.

RESULTS

The results are based on five key SMEs owners who came from different
geographical locations (Southeast Asia, South Asia, Middle East Asia, North
America, and Europe) obtained through personal interview. All the informants
involved directly in SMEs at various countries through various mechanisms,
particularly dealing in the Muslim world.

The study analysed the feedback of informants with content analysis manually
and verified by experts for validity, reliability, consistency, and trustworthiness.
According to the informants, there were past and on-going strategic cooperation
among SMEs at national, regional, and international level for the sake of survival
in the competitive market. Indeed, Muslim and non-Muslim SME owners work
closely to position in the competitive market. For example, one of the informants,
SMEO 1, said:

We have no time to check on religious background of our
counterparts in small and medium businesses. After all, the entire
supply chain is in the hands of non-Muslim suppliers, wholesalers,
and distributors. Muslim and non-Muslim owners of small and
medium enterprises have no choice but to work together.

Apart from survival of the business, the participants also argued that innovation and
creativity are equally important for survival and growth. Even in small business,
with many competitors, survival is essential. In this regard, for example, SMEO 2
mentioned:

Small business is small in capital, resource, capability, and so on.
There are many small businesses in the market selling the same
products or offering the same services. We have no choice but
to be creative in appealing our customers. Small change that we
offered to our customers made them happy.
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In referring to the survival of the business and at the same time making some
contribution to the society, small businesses had to go through and capitalised all
kinds of opportunities into their bottom line. For example, SMEO 3 said:

Small businesses like us have no choice but to follow the trend in
the market. Yes, our size is small in terms of capital, market share,
and market positioning. Being first mover is very unlikely due to
our resources. Being late mover is always being left behind and
we have to work harder to get some customers who are still in the
market.

SMEO 3 has been providing services to many immigrant service firms in Klang
Valley for many years. There is a significant level of cooperation among the
immigrant SMEs. SMEO 3 said:

Arab immigrant entrepreneurs work very closely whether in the
same or different businesses. They are helping among them.
Similarly, the Indonesia immigrant business owners, they just
work around the clock very closely. The spirit of helping and
complementing is very high. They are willing to advance some
capital to their friends who have strong passion in business.

SMEO 4 contended that SMEs have been cooperating among them for various
reasons. However, when a few SMEs combined into collaboration, they are still
far behind from the bigger enterprises. SMEO 4 said:

SMEs must work together as one big team to face the giant among
foreign enterprises. But, our togetherness is just for a short while.
We could not sustain our collaboration due to our own survival.
Sometimes to depend on the collaboration for business jobs will
be time consuming and tedious.

Ta’awun and fastabiqul khairat are always started from home. In the presence of
ta’awun and fastabiqul khairat, SMEs are motivated to produce more outcomes
for many people. Any cooperation has tendency to produce sustainable outcomes.
However, in this current context of economy, politics, and social, more stringent
law are being introduced and applied. SMEO 5 said:

When people are ready to work together for the betterment of
the society and business, they will work very hard to ensure the

success. And also they have to sustain leadership and good culture.
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DISCUSSION

The interview results highlighted a few things about the effects of strategic ta ‘awun
and fastabiqul khairat in the collaborative relationships and partnerships among
SMEs in the Muslim world for sustainable competitive advantage.

Firstly, the informants argued that strategic ta’awun and fastabiqul khairat in the
collaborative reciprocal relationships and partnerships with spirituality and values
among them as SMEs from different regions are for the sake of survival in the
competitive market. In fact, Muslim and non-Muslim SME owners work closely
to position in the competitive market.

Secondly, the orientation of strategic ta’awun and fastabiqul khairat was in the
collaborative relationships and partnerships among them only at the entry level,
and conservative and traditional modes of competition instead of cooperation.
Indeed, the competition among SMEs is very stiff and difficult for them to survive
in the business. The main reason was due to lack of resources and lack of capability
for SMEs in the Muslim world to create and sustain competitive advantage. In
fact, even if the business is similar, there is no willingness to cooperate for better
capability.

Thirdly, strategic fa ’awun and fastabiqul khairat in the collaborative relationships
and partnerships among them have been limited into trivial and insignificant
impact to the market. Even in the collaboration among a few SMEs, they are still
far behind from the bigger enterprises.

Finally, strategic ta ‘awun and fastabiqul khairat in the collaborative relationships
and partnerships among them have been in the context of family or home-based
among SMEs. The home-based matters are related to building competency, having
good attitude in business, and character-building of resilient entrepreneurs.

Indeed, the effects of strategic ta ‘awun and fastabiqul khairat in the collaborative
relationships and partnerships among SMEs in the Muslim world for sustainable
competitive advantage are into: (a) increasing competitiveness and survival in the
competitive market; (b) gradual and steady mode of making cooperation as basis
for building competitiveness; (¢) fine tuning into strategic niche within the main
stream competitive market; and (d) family-oriented cooperation and competition.
These factors allow for innovative and creative SMEs not just for survival but
also for sustainable development of nation (Atuahene-Gima, 1996; Matsuno et al.,
2002). In any degree of innovation, it requires entrepreneurial mind reorienting the
market and product for better performance.
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CONCLUSION

This research concludes that the effects of strategic ta’awun (cooperation) and
fastabiqul khairat (competing for goodness) in the collaboration partnerships
among SMEs in the Muslim world are phenomenal for the enterprises to sustain
competitive advantage. Ta ‘awun and fastabiqul khairat become just enablers for
the life of Muslim society through obligatory deeds such as prayers, zakat, and
hajj if these enablers were not capitalised with the opportunities in the market.
The power of ta’awun brings unity and synergy among SMEs. Likewise, the
power of fastabiqul khairat among SMEs could make them resume a role model
of entrepreneurial, urbanised, and sustainable society.

Indeed, strategic ta’awun in the forms of collaboration and partnership among
SME:s led to promoting and championing for goodness (fastabiqul khairat). This
situation allows them to strengthen their competitive advantages in competing
with consortium of competitors from different regions.
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